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Largely Forgotten School for Black Students
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Abstract
John Dewey and W.E.B. Du Bois were prominent critics of how vocational education
programs were often used to restrict rather than enhance student aspirations. An
overview of the Bordentown Manual Training and Industrial School for Colored
Youth (1886–1955) suggests that it met requirements both men articulated for the
right kind of vocational education; however, the school’s legacy has been largely
ignored by historians. Further, Dewey and Du Bois, who knew of but had little
interaction with each other, may never have discussed their shared interest in vocational education or their awareness of the school’s mission and accomplishments.
On February 20 of 1917, John Dewey addressed a meeting of the Public Education
Association in New York City with a paper about vocational education, a topic of
particular interest at the time—the Smith–Hughes Act would be signed by President
Woodrow Wilson a few days later. The following month, his paper would be published as “Learning to Earn: The Place of Vocational Education in a Comprehensive
Scheme of Public Education” in School & Society.1 Of concern to Dewey and many
other progressives at the time was whether the potential virtues of this early piece
of federal aid to schools would chiefly serve the interests of students or those of
employers: would the funds support vocational education in comprehensive secondary schools, which Dewey advocated, or would it foster a dual system of schools,
which business leaders tended to prefer?
W.E.B. Du Bois, a decade younger than Dewey, had begun writing about
vocational education a decade or more before Dewey—most famously in his chapter
on Booker T. Washington in The Souls of Black Folk, published in 1903.2 Though
the Du Bois Archives include several letters mentioning vocational education
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written during the decade before Dewey’s talk, there are none that refer to the
Smith-Hughes Act or to Dewey’s strong feelings on the topic.3 The two did meet
on a few occasions, most prominently at the National Negro Conference in May
1909. According to David Levering Lewis’s account of that gathering, neither spoke
specifically about vocational education, though their talks did touch on related
subjects. Dewey claimed that racism denied the nation of “social capital”; Du Bois
lectured the gathering—1500 or so black and white academics and reformers—on
the connection between racism and cheap labor.4
At the time of Dewey’s speech, he was likely at least vaguely aware of a school
about 65 miles south of where he was speaking, a school that would embody his
ideas about a comprehensive high school. As his talk was a classic, the school—
the Manual Training and Industrial School for Colored Youth (MTIS)—ought to
be widely hailed as a classic, too, as an icon of progressive ideas, particularly for
the manner in which it would merge academic courses with vocational training.
Urged to visit the school by the Philadelphia art collector Albert Barnes (who was
a friend of Du Bois as well), he apparently did in March of 1928, but no record of
his reaction has yet been found.5 In 1922, Du Bois gave a talk at the school titled
“The Choice of a Vocation,” in which he discussed the considerations that should
go into choosing one’s life work.6 Though we can only speculate as to what these
considerations were, Du Bois visited the school several times over the next decade or
more and was apparently impressed by what he saw, thus we might assume that the
school met Du Boisian criteria.7 These, Derrick Alridge set out both in a 1999 article
and in his 2008 book on Du Bois’s thoughts about education. In the latter, Alridge
wrote that “Dewey and Du Bois were, in many ways, of like mind and spirit” and
“held similar views on many educational issues,” but whether they ever discussed
how well the Bordentown school fulfilled their expectations may never be known.8
Despite this celebrity attention a century ago, the school is largely unknown
today. Though MTIS had closed in 1955, in the wake of Brown v. Board of Education,
its once-elegant campus still exists, albeit in considerable disrepair; in the decades
since then, it has been used as both a mental health and a correctional facility. Often
called simply “Bordentown” for the New Jersey town where it had been established—
on a bluff high above the Delaware River—the school would eventually abound with
ideas that enhanced the self-confidence of its students and their ability to contribute
to their communities. Dewey may have known of MTIS because its new principal,
William R. Valentine, had earlier attracted his attention—he had headed a school
in Indianapolis lauded by a chapter in Schools of Tomorrow. Titled “The School as
a Social Settlement,” the chapter praised the close relationship between the school’s
program and the poor, black, under-resourced community it served—students ran a
soup kitchen, repaired their families’ shoes in the cobbler’s shop, rebuilt and maintained the school’s buildings, and even ran a small bank. The school had become
an integral part of its community and residents valued it as such.9
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As a sign, no doubt, of the Bordentown school’s anonymity, it is not mentioned in a 2009 article about P.S. 26, as the Indianapolis school was known, an
article that takes Dewey to task for having too narrow a European-American view
of students, classrooms, and communities. This argument, though well-reasoned
and scholarly, might be labelled as demonstrating a bit of “presentism”—judging an
institution that thrived a century ago by a set of standards that have emerged out of
contemporary concerns and insights.10 MTIS, often labelled “Tuskegee of the North,”
offered a less regimented and more forward-looking education than that provided
in Booker T. Washington’s institution.11 But, like P.S. 26, MTIS started where the
students were—its faculty, educated at some of the nation’s best colleges, guided
their students in the direction they thought led to success in society at that time.12
A decade ago, Bordentown attracted the attention of a documentary film company, which produced an admiring portrait of the school called A Place Out of Time.
The video combined historical footage along with filmed memories by the school’s
fond graduates, who gathered frequently to celebrate their years there.13 In October of
2002, many had come to celebrate the school’s being placed on the National Register
of Historic Places.14 The school was the subject of two doctoral dissertations, one of
which was written by a Bordentown graduate.15 Another dissertation, offering oral
histories of segregated schooling in New Jersey, includes memories of MTIS.16 Of
note, none of these mention either Dewey or Du Bois. However, Marion Thompson
Wright, in her standard-setting book on education for blacks in New Jersey, comments on the school’s effectiveness in ways that suggest her familiarity with social
reconstructionists during her doctoral work at Teachers College in the 1930s.17
An informal check of several standard histories of education and encyclopedias of African American history turned up no mention of the school or of William
Valentine; also surprising is that an index to the Journal of Negro Education, to
which both Wright and Du Bois contributed, includes no reference to either MTIS
or its principal.18 The school has been receiving some recent attention, though. A
granddaughter of the school’s founder recently published a book on the school’s
lessons for today.19 Two other scholars are currently studying the school and William
Valentine, asserting that both deserve recognition as progressive icons.20
A brief history of MTIS suggests ways in which the school honored priorities
articulated by both Dewey and Du Bois, particularly during the first two decades
of Valentine’s leadership. Juxtaposing ideas of those two great educators through
a story of the school headed by the third, Valentine, suggests that the Bordentown
legacy deserves more attention.

Setting the School in Time, Place, and Ideology
Though often compared with Tuskegee, MTIS never became a post-secondary school.
However, like Tuskegee, it ought to be seen through a broad historical lens. Both
schools were established during the 1880s, when there was considerable interest
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nationwide in manual training programs for public high schools. Lawrence Cremin,
in his history of progressivism, wrote that differences in how to approach such programs “became the crux of the most vigorous pedagogical battle of the 1880s.” On one
side were traditionalists who believed that public schools should focus on a “cultural
education useful to all”; others felt that some knowledge of trades and handicrafts
should “be part of a balanced general education.”21 So, yes, Tuskegee had been established in 1881 as an outcome of Washington’s experience at the Hampton Institute,
but the relevance of manual training for all students, black and white, was broadly
supported by educators nationwide. The issue, as Dewey frequently asserted during
the decade in which Valentine arrived, was the kind of manual training and its goal.
His “An Undemocratic Proposal” of 1913 argued that a proposal under consideration
in Illinois, which would have established a separate high school system for vocational
students, would have resulted in programs that benefited industries rather than students. In a 1914 article, Dewey expressed his dismay that a national commission on
vocational education included legislators and business owners—but no educators.22
In the spring of 1915—shortly before Valentine arrived as MTIS principal—
Dewey had engaged in a spirited debate with vocational education advocate David
Snedden; Dewey argued that the latter’s proposals would “put a fence around industrial education,” separating vocational students from those in general education
programs; thus the plan would not serve democratic purposes. Snedden’s response
was that such a fence used the nation’s resources more efficiently; thus his program
would be more democratic.23
Du Bois also wrote about the strengths and shortcomings of vocational education during this period, perhaps most notably in his critical review of Thomas
Jesse Jones’s massive study of education for Negroes, published in 1916. Of interest
here is that neither Jones’s study nor Du Bois’s review mention Dewey.24 Similarly,
during this decade, in his numerous writings about vocational education, Dewey
did not specifically address the unique circumstance that applied to black students,
though some of his comments about the injustice of separating vocational education
for academic students could be read as opposition to segregation in general.25 In
his compelling study of Dewey’s evolving understanding of race, Thomas Fallace
suggests that Dewey’s “linear historicism” of the 1890s had matured into a cultural
pluralism by 1920.26 As the two men moved in similar circles—both play a significant role in Louis Menand’s The Metaphysical Club—it’s difficult to view the limited
communication between Dewey and Du Bois as less than a great misfortune.27 And
it raises the question as to whether manual training might have taken off on a different trajectory, for black students as well as white, had there been communication
on the topic between the two.
The Bordentown school had been founded in 1886 by a visionary minister,
the Rev. Walter Allen Rice; with modest financial backing from a Technical and
Industrial Education Association, Rev. Rice and his wife opened a small boarding
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school in a few wooden buildings 10 miles south of Trenton. Their concern was
for children, girls as well as boys, from unstable homes—“colored” children at the
time were not welcome in Bordentown’s other public schools. Their goal was to
equip them to earn a living, a particular challenge in those decades of restricted
opportunities for African Americans. In the mid-1890s, the state of New Jersey
took over the school, which had been struggling on private donations.28 Referred
to as a “star of hope” by the state superintendent of instruction, the school and its
forty or so students were moved to an estate one mile south of Bordentown.29 It
officially became the Manual Training and Industrial School for Colored Youth;
James Gregory—formerly a professor at Howard University—was named the new
principal, buildings were constructed, and programs established.30
Under Gregory’s leadership, the school hovered between following the manual
training model advocated by Washington and becoming a more academic institution. While the state may have envisioned the former—by 1900, carpentry, farming,
dressmaking, and laundry were among the trades taught—Gregory, a noted classics
scholar and activist who shared many acquaintances with Du Bois, wanted to aim
for a more academic program.31 When illness forced him to resign in 1915, he is
reported to have said that he didn’t feel equipped to lead a trade school.32
In 1913, New Jersey’s new commissioner of education, Calvin Kendall, had
invited Booker T. Washington to visit the school and make recommendations.33
Washington suggested that the school should focus on the “prevailing occupations”
in the black community, which at the time were largely in agriculture and domestic
service.34 Academic work, however, ought “not to be neglected,” he wrote; instead
it should be “dovetailed into these practical industries [that give] a more severe
mental training than . . . abstract old-form book education.”35 Though there are
surface similarities with the work of “occupations” that Dewey had articulated in
The School and Society, Washington’s concept of “dovetailing” was more rigid than
what Dewey had proposed a dozen years earlier.36
For Kendall, Gregory’s resignation provided an opportunity for him to bring
to Bordentown a young man he had known while superintendent of schools in
Indianapolis, William Valentine.37 It was an inspired appointment. Though born
in Virginia, Valentine had graduated from high school in Montclair, New Jersey,
and from Harvard in 1904. Tall, slim, and elegant in appearance, Valentine could
easily handle the tension inherent to the job. As the late Rutgers historian Clement
Price has noted, “Black leaders between World Wars I and II were craftsmen in
negotiating the best interests of the race without appearing to be Uncle Toms, but
at the same time recognizing, respecting the racial hierarchy.”38
Of his career, Valentine reported to his Harvard classmates in their 25th reunion
album: “Contrary to expectation, I landed in the education field in Indianapolis
immediately following my graduation. . . . In those early days, I acquired a conviction that the public school was a social agent to serve its community somewhat
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in the manner of a settlement house, and in fact to take its place.” He wrote that
he “experimented with that notion with some success” in Indianapolis, and then
notes that his work there had gained the attention of “Dr. John Dewey.”39 Valentine
remained MTIS principal until 1950, becoming in the process one of the most wellknown African Americans in the state.40 In 1928, he earned a master’s degree at
Teachers College, Columbia; a decade later, he was awarded an honorary doctorate
from Lincoln University in Pennsylvania.41

Valentine’s Plans for Bordentown
The ideas Valentine had begun to develop in Indianapolis he brought with him
when he went to Bordentown—and during the three and a half decades of his
leadership, MTIS grew from a modest middle school with 90 or so students into a
thriving secondary school that enrolled over 400 students and served as a cultural
center for New Jersey’s black community.42 Eventually the campus included 400
acres, two dozen Georgian brick buildings, a working farm, orchards, tennis courts,
athletic fields, and a parade ground. If, prior to his arrival, the school had struggled
to decide whether it would be an academic institution or focus on more practical
skills, under Valentine, it became both.43 In 1926, MTIS published a booklet titled
“A Decade of Progress”—printed by the student-staffed print shop—which offered
details on the school’s growth. The booklet noted that applications had “poured
in,” and at the time there were 320 students, 189 of whom were boys.44 In 1926, the
state gave the school permission to offer a full high school program.
By 1930, that secondary program was well underway.45 Students could opt
for either an academic and trade program or a trade program alone, and they had
considerable choice over which program and what trades they would take up. The
school week was divided into 10 segments; for five half-days, students focused
on academic subjects. Both those headed for further education and those aiming
for a diploma and trade certificate alone took a standard high school program of
English, history and civics, and math and science. For four of the other half-days,
students learned a trade through which they could earn a living—for girls, these
were mainly being a seamstress or a beautician; for boys, mainly auto mechanics
and building maintenance. In the remaining half-day per week, students helped
to maintain the school—doing carpentry, laundry, or meal service; tending to the
school’s prize-winning cattle or working in its gardens and orchards.46 The school
had, in Dewey’s terms, a program that was “unit” rather than “dual.”
On the weekends, students were offered a rich array of cultural activities,
and many got to tour with the school’s athletic teams, bands, and choirs.47 One
of the school’s major functions was its annual Memorial Day festivities, which
featured its military-style cadet corps, its prize-winning choirs and bands, and
speeches by honored guests (who included at various times Mary McLeod Bethune,
Paul Robeson, Albert Einstein, and Eleanor Roosevelt).48 Though families paid

E&C

Education and Culture

Bordentown

55

for school uniforms and contributed to room and board, MTIS was otherwise
funded by the state. In 1940, students were expected to pay approximately $175
per year to attend.49
Thus, Valentine led the development of a self-contained community,
amply supported by a well-qualified faculty and staff—also all black—who lived
on campus; many of them remained throughout Valentine’s tenure, providing
emotional support and modeling the goals and behavior they wanted to instill
in students. Faculty members had degrees from a variety of distinctive schools,
including Bates, Amherst, Radcliffe, Wellesley, Harvard, Rutgers, Howard, Fisk,
and Tuskegee. Among them were three holders of Phi Beta Kappa keys. All were
fully state-certified, including those who taught the vocational courses. They were
also well paid in comparison with prevailing salaries in other schools, but living
on campus, they were expected to be available to students for much of the day.50
Bordentown graduates interviewed for A Place Out of Time praised the role of the
faculty; one claimed that they “nurtured and cuddled” us; when appropriate, they
also “kicked us in the butt.”51

MTIS Students Learn to Earn—and to Be Entrepreneurial
Though Frank Margonis and Thomas Fallace have both reviewed P.S. 26 in
Indianapolis through a Deweyan lens, this may be the first effort to similarly review
MTIS.52 One means to do so is by evaluating it through the criteria provided by
Dewey’s 1917 “Learning to Earn” article.53 Though Dewey made infrequent mention of the challenges blacks faced at the time, the goals and principles Valentine
sought to instill at MTIS resonate in the former’s arguments.54 If Dewey’s goal was
to make students masters of their fate, MTIS aimed to do the same. “Learning to
Earn” begins with the assertion that “popular education has always been rather
largely vocational”; schools existed to prepare students for the work they would do
as adults.55 The fundamental question was whether such schooling existed primarily
to serve the long-term needs of the employers or of the employed. MTIS, despite
the constraints under which it operated, put its focus on the latter.56
The body of Dewey’s article discussed five distinctions, which he posed as negatives; the differences between these and their more beneficial opposites he described
as the “great difference between the happiness which means merely contentment
with a station and the happiness which comes from the struggle of a well-equipped
person to better his station.” Thus, how well did MTIS accomplish Dewey’s goals?
• Did it offer “an education which will enable employees to fit better into the
existing economic scheme” or did it provide an education more beneficial
for students’ long-term needs?
Dewey raised this consideration in light of current discussion about the
Smith-Hughes Act—would it result in the dual set of schools that Dewey opposed?
Though MTIS did exist within a dual system, it was one based more on race rather
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than on class: school segregation was officially prohibited in New Jersey, but the
practice became more widespread with the growth of the black population during
the Great Migration.57 Thus, Bordentown had to deal with two dual systems—one
in schools and the other in the workplace. Blacks were denied union jobs, could
get only maintenance roles in factories, and if they acquired a definite skill, they
were often limited to selling it within black communities.58
As the black population grew, there were more opportunities for MTIS graduates to provide specialized services—auto and building maintenance, dressmaking,
and eventually cosmetology and auto mechanics.59 Even during the Great Depression,
graduates reported having little difficulty finding work in fields they were prepared
to enter.60 The MTIS curriculum, thus, dealt progressively with the economic conditions of the times—and endeavored to prepare students to work within the system
but not “to fall docilely into the subordinate ranks of the industrial army,” as Dewey
worried that students in a corporate-sponsored program would do.
• Was the program’s “primary object . . . merely to prepare more skilled
workers for the present system” or to prepare them to change the system?
Despite Washington’s 1913 advice, Bordentown students had limited interest
in agricultural jobs. In a 1927 publication, MTIS celebrated the work of its graduates;
of 309 who completed a survey conducted in 1925, only six men reported being
farmers or gardeners. Instead, they were auto mechanics and drivers, machinists
and musicians, carpenters and teachers. Women were primarily dressmakers,
housewives, nurses, social workers, and teachers. Many of both sexes were still in
school, which could have meant finishing high school as well as going on for more
education. Furthermore, a substantial number owned their owned businesses—a
garage, a cartage service, an electrical supply store, a building design and construction firm. 61
This independent, entrepreneurial tendency of MTIS graduates continued
for the rest of the school’s existence.62 Yearbooks for the classes of 1953 to 1955
note the career aspirations of its graduates. Many of the women wanted to be
nurses, social workers, or teachers; others aimed to be beauticians or dressmakers,
dancers or singers; a few aspired to be physicians and one wanted to be a lawyer.
Among the men, career aspirations were equally varied: mechanics and engineers
predominated; several aimed to be architects and designers. A few wanted to be
athletes or musicians; several others expressed interest in fields in which they might
be self-employed: a mortician and a barber among them.63 Thus, given constraints
of the time, students’ aspirations suggest that they wanted to define, within limits,
their own role in the world.
• Did the school’s curriculum “neglect as useless . . . the topics in history
and civics which make future workers aware of their rightful claims as
citizens of a democracy”—or does it instill in them democratic instincts?
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On this distinction, the MTIS program would surely have met with Dewey’s
approval. From 1927 on, the academic program consisted of what was standard
for high schools across the country; further, students who did not intend to go on
for more education were required to take one year of “Negro history.”64 Both in
the formal courses they took, and through the informal but steady mentoring they
received from the faculty, students absorbed pride and self-discipline; they knew
the limitations a racist society imposed on them, but they also knew their rights
and responsibilities as citizens.65
Further, through the organizations and cultural enrichment they participated
in, students acquired other qualities Dewey valued, such as studies that “fit the
individual for the reasonable enjoyment of leisure,” and that develop an “appreciation of the arts.” Dewey was particularly adamant that schooling should offer all
students the same exposure to literature and the arts that wealthy families were
able to give their children. A member of the class of 1953, who became a college
administrator after working as a beautician, claimed “everything we needed was
there” when discussing the opportunities Bordentown provided.66
• Did “the method and spirit” of the school “emphasize all that is most
routine and automatic in our present system”—or its opposite?
In making this distinction, Dewey had in mind assembly-line work and the
various kinds of manual labor most working people did at the time. To an extent,
the distinction made little difference to most Bordentown students, particularly
in its early years, because black people had limited access to such jobs in industry.
Dewey’s “[d]rill to secure skill in the performance of tasks under the direction of
others” was not a major issue for Bordentown graduates. But taking pride in one’s
own skills—abilities honed though the supervision of a talented and dedicated
faculty while they were MTIS students—was.67
• Did the school “measure its achievements” by the number of graduates it
places in jobs or “by the number whom it succeeds in keeping in school”
until they are “equipped to seek and find their own congenial occupations?”
As suggested above, Bordentown’s graduates felt themselves prepared to “find
their own congenial occupations”; it also did well in graduating students who could
find and keep a job. A survey of its class of 1935, done six months after graduation,
found that 68% were working full-time, 20% were continuing their education,
and only 12% were either working part time or unemployed—the Depression was
still on and many others, particularly African Americans, were at best marginally
employed.68 Furthermore, Marion Wright, in her history of education for blacks
in the state, wrote in 1941 that the “school had made it possible to place a larger
number of Negroes in the skilled and semi-skilled trades than any other occupational unit in New Jersey.”69
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Manifesting Du Boisian Priorities
In Derrick Alridge’s 1999 article proposing a Du Boisian education, he notes a
priority both Dewey and Du Bois shared: “The major role that Dewey and Du Bois
played during their lifetimes was to challenge America to live up to its claims of
democracy and to use education as a model for and means to a more democratic
society.”70 The “Du Boisian model” Alridge posits contains six elements; consciously
or not, MTIS addressed several.
• An African American Centered Education: Learning something of African
and Negro culture, Du Bois believed, could help students address notions
of Negro inferiority and hopelessness.71 Though they were living in a
segregated society, MTIS, with its well-educated, all-black faculty, could
counteract some of the hostility that black students so often encountered
in predominantly white institutions.72 The Bordentown school celebrated
aspects of the African American culture that was developing around
them; many participated in singing groups that celebrated spirituals,
others in a jazz band; and the campus was frequently visited by leading
black musicians, athletes, and educators.73
• A Communal Education: One of the distinctions of the Bordentown
school was its being a self-contained community; students worked closely
with the farm and maintenance staff to care for the livestock, harvest produce, do laundry, and make repairs to buildings and vehicles. Du Bois’s
argument was that a Jim Crow environment offered opportunities for
blacks to exercise some control over their social and economic situation
and build a strong economic infrastructure.74 Though there are obvious
limitations when analogized to MTIS, nevertheless the school offered
numerous opportunities for students to acquire these skills.
• A Broad-Based Education: In discussing his proposal, Alridge focuses
on the 1930s, because, as he argues, it’s “the most ignored period in the
study of Du Bois’s thinking.”75 It’s also the decade in which MTIS flourished, and the school was attracting some of the state’s most promising
students.76 At this time, Alridge says, Du Bois realized that the “agendas
of classical education or vocational education alone were far too simplistic to meet the demands of the cultural, economic, and technological
changes occurring” at the time.77 With a curriculum that provided both
a strong academic program and substantial practice in job-related skills,
along with a great variety of cultural and extracurricular activities, MTIS
offered an admirably broad education.78
• Group Leadership Education: During the 1930s, Alridge argues, Du Bois
revisited his idea of the “talented tenth” and replaced it with a “new program for Negro leadership [that he called] the ‘Guiding Hundreth.’” This
“does not place a greater value on occupations such as law, medicine,”
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and other such fields; instead it “places leadership responsibility on all
members of the community.”79 Unlike other noted segregated schools
such as Washington, DC’s famed Dunbar High, MTIS did not produce
leading attorneys, scientists, and public intellectuals.80 Instead, it produced solid members of a black middle class, which, as some black writers
noted, was needed at the time.81
Alridge’s two other aspects of a Du Boisian education—Pan-Africanism and
Global Education—seem more challenges for educators in our day than they would
have been during the heyday of the Bordentown school. He ends his essay with a
question both Du Bois and Dewey asked a century ago: what are we going to teach
our children, particularly if our goal is to extend the benefits of a democratic society
to a broader range of its citizens?

The School Closes, but Lives on in Memories
After 1947, when the state’s new constitution banned segregation, MTIS was under
pressure to attract white students. Though that was unsuccessful, the school did
attract some negative attention from vocal critics who saw it as a trade school offering outdated curricula and insisting on outmoded decorum.82 In 1948, Valentine
defended the school’s reputation in a New York Times article. In response to this
criticism, he claimed that MTIS faced a crisis “not of finances, but ideals and policy.” Valentine’s program for the school, the reporter wrote, “is primarily devoted
to teaching by deed as much as by books, and to glorifying every achievement that
would bring a child a feeling of dignity and self-respect.”83
At the same time, Valentine put his thoughts into a brief “Statement of
Philosophy” for the school. If Dewey and Du Bois wanted schools that could prepare students, both black and white, to be masters of their social and economic fate,
that’s what Valentine felt MTIS was offering. Under the guidance of “well-trained
and understanding personnel,” the “physical and social environment of the school”
should lead the student to know that the individual “is not divided into compartments . . . but he is an integrated whole.” The subject matter is “simply one of the
tools for carrying out these purposes.” The hope is that the student “will acquire a
taste of success in some field of endeavor, which will motivate his aspirations and
widen his horizons.”84
Two years later, in 1950, Valentine retired, and a new principal arrived whose
“unpleasant task” was to “preside over the institution’s closing.”85 Despite the pall
that might have descended on the school during this time, students who attended
then did not seem to have been negatively affected.86 Its last year unfolded amidst
considerable controversy, with a Democratic governor insisting that it be closed
because it could not attract white pupils and a Republican state Assembly insisting
that it could be integrated.87 The governor won, but his comments at the press conference announcing his decision suggested that he was not very familiar with the
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school’s mission and accomplishments: “There is nothing to justify the existence
of this school. I think any educator would tell you that Bordentown is not much of
an educational institution. It isn’t very high grade,” he claimed.88
Dewey had died three years earlier; his concerns had moved beyond education, and there is no way of knowing whether he ever followed the school’s history.
At the time of the school’s closing, Du Bois’s chief concern was harassment by some
government officials for his political views. As a biographer of Ella Flagg Young—
who taught Dewey much of what he knew about how schools functioned— I believe
she would have applauded the school’s intentions and accomplishments, even if
she disapproved of the segregation that made it necessary.89 She surely shared their
ideas about the role of manual education in public schools of their day, and she also
had far more experience than he did in managing a school system as it attempted
to absorb students of diverse backgrounds.90 In Isolation in the School, she tells
of a “superintendent”—presumably herself —being chastised by a group of black
club women for the patronizing attitude toward former slaves evident in school
textbooks.91 Other sources suggest she learned that lesson well.92 Though it’s likely
that Dewey’s comments about the Bordentown experience will never be known, it
seems fair to assume that he would not have shared the governor’s opinions about
the education the school provided. Du Bois, critic that he was of narrow trade
training, might have found the governor’s comments patronizing. Young, whose
goal it was to move all controversies to a higher plane of thought, might have wished
Albert Barnes had succeeded in getting his two friends to tour the campus together.
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Educational Theory 49, no. 3 (Summer 1999): 359–379.
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One Best System, David Tyack wrote that the black community in Indianapolis had
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Ruth Seinfel’s, “N.J. Negro School Makes Its Own World,” New York Evening Post,
December 30, 1930. Copy in the New Jersey State Archives, Trenton, SED MA01,
Box 1. Subsequent references to this archive will be given as NJSA.
12. This point is made by Arthur L. Symes, a 1953 graduate, in “A Reflection
on Bordentown,” Diversity (May 13, 2016), http://discovernjhistory.org/nj-blog/.
13. A Place Out of Time: The Bordentown School, directed by Dave Davidson
(Bethel, CT: Hudson West Productions, 2009), DVD.
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diss., Rutgers University, 1977); Adams attended ca. 1950; and Evelyn Blackmore
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1886–1955” (Ed.D. diss., Rutgers University, 1984).
16. Wynetta Devore, “The Education of Blacks in New Jersey, 1900–1930: An
Exploration in Oral History” (Ed. D. diss., Rutgers University, 1980).
17. Marion Thompson Wright, The Education of Negroes in New Jersey (New
York: Bureau of Publications, Teachers College, 1941); Merle Curti was her dissertation advisor.
18. Journal of Negro Education: Index to Volumes 1–31, 1932–1962 (Washington,
DC: Howard University Press, 1962).
19. Jordan, Reclaiming.
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Conference, Rowan College, November 3, 2017; the New Jersey State Library,
Trenton, February 20, 2018; and the History of Education Society Annual Meeting,
November 1, 2018. Also, Milagros Seraus-Roche, “Resisting Erasure: Reclaiming
the Progressive Pedagogy and Practice of William Valentine,” History of Education
Annual Meeting, November 3, 2017. She also made presentations on Valentine
and his wife Grace Valentine, an educator of distinction as well, at the 2018 HES
meeting in Albuquerque.
21. Lawrence Cremin, The Transformation of the School (New York: Vintage
Books, 1964), 28–9.
22. The 1913 article was later published as “Some Dangers in the Present
Movement for Industrial Education,” in American Teacher 2 (1913): 2–4; also Middle
Works, Vol. 7: 98–103. The other, “A Policy of Industrial Education,” The New
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23. John Dewey, “Industrial Education – the Wrong Kind,” The New Republic 2
(1915): 71–3; Dewey and David Snedden, “Two Communications,” The New Republic
(May 15, 1915): 40–44.
24. Thomas Jesse Jones, Negro Education: A Study of the Private and Higher
Schools for Negroes, 2 vols. (Washington, DC: Government Printing Office, 1917);
W.E.B. Du Bois, “Negro Education,” The Crisis 15 (February 1918), 175–178.
25. Dewey refers to such segregation in “An Undemocratic Proposal” and in
his dispute with Snedden; it’s also discussed in Democracy and Education (New
York: The Free Press, 1966/1916).
26. Thomas Fallace, Dewey and the Dilemma of Race: An Intellectual History
1895–1922 (New York: Teachers College Press, 2012). A recent article that further
examines Dewey’s understanding of race is Kelly Vaughan, “Progressive Education
and Racial Justice: Examining the Work of John Dewey,” Education and Culture
34, no. 2 (2018): 39–68.
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27. Menand, Louis The Metaphysical Club: A Story of Ideas in America (New
York: Farrar, Straus and Giroux, 2001); see particularly chap. 14, “Pluralisms,”
377–408.
28. Jordan, Reclaiming, 81–84. Some recent research by a new group in
Bordentown called Building Bridges is uncovering the history of School No. 2, a
segregated institution for black children that existed from the mid-1840s, initially as
a private school, until 1948. In the spring of 2019, an exhibit and series of programs
about School No. 2 and the Manual Training and Industrial School was presented
by the Bordentown Historical Society. See https://bordentownhistory.org.
29. Ibid., 3–8. The estate had belonged to the family of the commander of the
1812 warship U.S.S. Constitution, recalled as “Old Ironsides”; hence another name
by which the school was known.
30. The school’s early years are told in Wright, Education, 178–180; Rice,
Reclaiming; and more extensively in Nan Pillsbury, “Application for Landmark
Status for Manual Training and Industrial School,” National Register of Historic
Places, U.S. Department of the Interior, 1997. Information in it was taken from
annual reports to the New Jersey State Board of Education. “Application” is available
through the New Jersey State Library, Trenton; this will be abbreviated as NJSL in
subsequent references.
31. A laudatory article about the school under Gregory’s leadership is “School
of Great Promise,” New York Age, September 21, 1905, 2.
32. “J.M. Gregory Out of Bordentown School,” New York Age, February 11, 1915.
33. The December 28, 1920, issue of the “Weekly Letter of The Manual
Training and Industrial School” gives an account of this visit. NJSA.
34. Focusing on these two topics was common in vocational education courses
nationwide, for both black students and white, at the time; see Katherine S. Newman
and Hella Winston, Reskilling America: Learning to Labor in the Twenty-First
Century (New York: Henry Holt & Company, 2016), 67. The federal Smith-Lever
Act of 1914 also focused on agricultural education; see Herbert Kliebard, Schooled
to Work (New York: Teachers College Press, 1999), 133.
35. MTIS “Weekly Letter.”
36. James D. Anderson, in The Education of Blacks in the South, 1860–1935
(Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 1988), points this out on page
76. However, many similarities between the Dewey and the Washington programs
have been noted in Donald Generals, Jr., Booker T. Washington: The Architect of
Progressive Education (Houston: Strategic Book Publishing, 2013). Also instructive
on this topic is Anthony DeFalco’s article, “Analysis of John Dewey’s Notion of
Occupations,” Education and Culture 26, no. 1 (2010): 82–99.
37. Kendall was a highly regarded educator himself; see “Dr. Kendall and Dr.
Thomas,” Journal of the National Education Association 11 (February 1922): 66.
38. Comment made in A Place Out of Time. See note 13.
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39. “Harvard Class of 1904: Twenty-fifth Anniversary Report” (Cambridge,
MA: Plimpton Press, June 1929). Available through the Harvard University Archives.
40. Adams, in “Role and Function,” 75. She also claims that he wrote a regular
column for a Newark newspaper; however archivists at the Newark Public Library
were not able to locate such a column when I visited there in September 2018.
41. “Harvard Class of 1904: Fiftieth Anniversary Report, June 1954”
(Cambridge: Harvard University Printing Office, 1954). Available through the
Harvard University Archives.
42. Two of the most thorough histories of the school are the Pillsbury
“Application for Landmark Status,” 1997, and a 1936 Chronology in “Manual
Training in Fiftieth Year of Growth and Progress,” Press Service of the Bordentown
School; available at NJSA, SEDMA01, Box 1. See also, Connie Goddard, “The
Bordentown School as Institution and Idea,” New Jersey Studies: An Interdisciplinary
Journal, Summer 2018. https://njs.libraries.rutgers.edu/index.php/njs/article
/view/125.
43. A romanticized illustration of the campus circa 1930 was commissioned
in 1997 by John Medley, a 1954 graduate and archivist for the school.
44. “A Decade of Progress,” published by the Manual Training School
Extension Department, 1926. Unpaginated. NJSA.
45. Seinfel, “N.J. Negro School.” See note 11.
46. The school’s Bulletin[s] of Information issued in 1941 and 1943 offer the
most extensive overview of the school and its programs. NJSA for 1941 bulletin;
NJSL for 1943 bulletin.
47. Adams, “Role and Function,” 88–94. See note 15.
48. The Memorial Day event is covered most vividly, using historical film
footage, in A Place Out of Time. See note 13.
49. “New Jersey Manual Training School Pictorial Bulletin,” produced by the
school, 1940, NJSL.
50. Adams, “Role and Function,” 63–67; Duck, “Historical Study,” 105.
51. Arthur Symes in A Place Out of Time; an architect and eventually a college
dean; in retirement, Symes took up sculpture.
52. Fallace’s comments about the Deweys’ description of the Indianapolis
school also suggest a bit of “presentism” – given the realities black communities
and educators faced at the time, what else might Valentine have done?
53. Dewey, “Learning to Earn.”
54. A valuable contemporary analysis of Dewey’s article is Anthony DeFalco,
“Dewey and Vocational Education: Still Timely?” Journal of School and Society 3,
no. 1 (2016): 54–64. In his “Address to National Negro Conference” (which had
been organized by Du Bois), Dewey addressed racism in a manner that can be
read as disputing some of Margonis’s arguments; the address is in Middle Works,
Vol. 4, 156–57.
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55. Dewey, “Learning to Earn”; Dewey’s comments, unless otherwise indicated, are from this article.
56. Though there is limited printed material to support this assertion, the
graduates interviewed for A Place Out of Time certainly support it. See Symes “A
Reflection on Bordentown” in 2016, described in note 12. Symes, Mildred Jordan, and
others involved with the school spoke about its goals at a presentation organized by
the New Jersey Institute for Social Justice, held in Mt. Holly, NJ, February 13, 2018.
57. Wright, Education, 183–88.
58. Devore, “Education of Blacks,” 76–99.
59. MTIS. “A Decade of Progress”; Seinfel, “N.J. Negro School.”
60. 1936 Chronology in “Manual Training in Fiftieth Year,” 10–12. See note 42.
61. “Some Results of Bordentown Training,” MTIS Extension Department,
1926. NJSA.
62. After 1945, when New Jersey began to harness discriminatory practices,
opportunities for its black residents expanded. See Davidson M. Douglas, Jim Crow
Moves North: The Battle Over Northern School Segregation, 1865–1954 (New York:
Cambridge University Press, 2005), 106, 183.
63. Career aspirations collected from Echoes, the annual yearbooks of the
school; available in the State Archives, SEDMA01.
64. “Bulletin of Information,” 1943, 10.
65. Barbara Wheeler, a 1953 graduate, asserted in the Place Out of Time video that
MTIS students had no self-esteem issues. “They built us up,” she claimed in the video.
66. Wheeler in A Place Out of Time. Activities are also described in the
“Bulletin of Information,” 1943, page 6; a scanned copy is available through the
State Library in Trenton.
67. Another MTIS graduate reported in A Place Out of Time that the faculty
did push them, but students knew the teachers weren’t giving them a hard time
just because they were black.
68. Typescript, Manual Training School, NJSA.
69. Wright, Education, 189.
70. Alridge, “Du Boisian Philosophy,” 367.
71. Ibid., 370.
72. Students quoted in A Place Out of Time repeatedly assert this.
73. “Pictorial Bulletin,” NJSL
74. Alridge, “Conceptualizing a Du Boisian Philosophy,” 373.
75. Ibid., 359.
76. Pillsbury, “Application,” 6–9.
77. Alridge, “Conceptualizing a Du Boisian Philosophy,” 373.
78. Alridge cites a prescient forecast of opportunities for both blacks and
whites, given as a 1930 graduation address at Howard University; see W.E.B Du
Bois, “Education and Work,” Journal of Negro Education 1, no. 1 (April 1932). A 1939
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article written by Valentine’s son echoes some of Du Bois’s concerns; see William
R. Valentine, Jr., “Bordentown Prepares for Industry,” Opportunity: The Journal of
Negro Life XVII, 1: 11–14.
79. Alridge, “Conceptualizing a Du Boisian Philosophy,” 374–75.
80. The story of Dunbar is told in Alison Stewart, First Class: The Legacy
of Dunbar, America’s First Black Public High School (Chicago: Chicago Review
Press, 2011). Two other books important to understanding secondary education for
African Americans during this era are Craig Kridel, Progressive Education in Black
High Schools: The Secondary Schools Study, 1940–1946 (Columbia, SC: Museum of
Education, University of South Carolina, 2015) and John L. Rury and Shirley A. Hill,
The African-American Struggle for Secondary Education: Closing the Graduation
Gap (New York: Teachers College Press, 2012).
81. James Anderson quotes sociologist Ralph Bullock and educator Benjamin
Mays as making this claim. See his “Black Vocational Education” in Harvey–Tyack,
eds., Work, Youth, and Schooling (Palo Alto: Stanford University Press, 1982), 201.
82. Adams, “Role and Function,” 139–44. A stimulating account of the school’s
closing is Burkholder, “‘Integrated Out of Existence’” see note 7.
83. George Streator, “School in Jersey Aids Negro Youths,” published November
14, 1948. The article is available through the Harvard University Archives; the latter
stamped it Washington, DC, Star, but the byline indicates it appeared in the New
York Times.
84. W. R. Valentine, “Statement of Philosophy,” typescript dated 10 December
1948; NJSA, SEDMA01, Box 1.
85. Jordan, Reclaiming, 92. Valentine died in 1954, after moving to New York
City. An obituary appeared in the New York Times, November 3, 1954; a copy is
available from the Harvard University Archives.
86. These were the students interviewed for A Place Out of Time.
87. Typescript of a Public Hearing before a commission established to . . .
investigate . . . the proposed closing of the Bordentown Manual Training School,
State House, Trenton, May 19, 1955, NJSL. A proposal to reopen the school is circulating among interested groups in New Jersey; see Andrea McChristian, Bring Our
Children Home: A Prison-to-School Pipeline (Newark: Institute for Social Justice,
published online, February 2018).
88. “Meyner in Dispute over Negro School,” New York Times, June 3, 1955,
11. Available through ProQuest.
89. Constance Goddard, “Ella Flagg Young’s Intellectual Legacy: Theory
and Practice in Chicago’s Schools. 1862–1917” (Ph.D. diss., University of Illinois
at Chicago, 2005). As a graduate student, I also wrote about Young’s intellectual
relationship with both Du Bois and Booker T. Washington; “Democratic Schools
for an Isolated Community: Interactions Among the Educational Programs of
Ella Flagg Democratic Schools for an Isolated Community: Interactions Among
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the Educational Programs of Ella Flagg Young, Booker T. Washington, and W.E.B.
Du Bois,” unpublished paper, summer 2003.
90. John T. McManis, Ella Flagg Young and a Half Century of the Chicago
Public Schools (Chicago: A.C. McClurg, 1916); see esp. chapter 12, “Making Over
a City School System,” 175–199.
91. Ella Flagg Young, Isolation in the School (Chicago: University of Chicago
Press, 1901), 101.
92. “Mrs. Ella Flagg Young Opposes ‘Jim Crow’ Schools”; headline in the
Chicago Defender, Dec. 28, 1912, qtd. in Jackie M. Blount, “Individuality, Freedom,
and Community: Ella Flagg Young’s Quest for Teacher Empowerment,” History of
Education Quarterly 58, no. 2 (May 2018), note 75.
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